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The upper Clark Fork River basin in western Montana has the dubious distinction of containing no fewer 
than three Superfund sites, all of which owe their status to the legacy of Montana's hard rock mining 
industry. 
Perhaps the best known and most significant of these sites is Silver Bow Creek. The site extends from 
within the City of Butte near the southwest edge of the Berkeley Pit, down Butte's Metro Storm Drain, 
and along the length of Silver Bow Creek to and including the Warm Springs Treatment Ponds near 
Warm Springs, Montana. Below the Warm Springs Treatment Ponds the Clark Fork River is formed by 
the confluence of four streams: Silver Bow, Warm Springs, Mill, and Willow Creeks (see map). 
 
The Silver Bow Creek site may well be the largest Superfund site in the nation. The predominant 
"contaminants" to which the site owes its hazardous nature are a direct result of over 100 years of 
mining and milling for gold, silver, and, most recently and significantly, copper. Too much of a good 
thing may be the case, because the precious and industrial metals which gave birth to the mining district 
are the same that have now created public health and related environmental problems. The following 
metals are of particular concern to the site: copper, zinc, lead, cadmium, and arsenic. These metals 
presumably originate with abandoned mill tailings presently occupying flood plain positions from within 
Butte to well below the Warm Springs Treatment Ponds along the Clark Fork River. Approximately 2.5 x 
106 yd3 of tailings are involved. There is also a seep to Silver Bow Creek, consisting of diesel oil and 
pentachlorophenol, which measurably contributes to the problem. 
The Superfund process tends to follow a predictable regimen. After a site is named to the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency's (EPA) National Priority List, a "remedial investigation" (RI) is typically 
executed. The RI is currently in progress on Silver Bow Creek. It has two primary objectives: to define the 
severity and extent of contamination, and to collect data appropriate and necessary for a subsequent 
"feasibility study." The latter's objective is to identify and recommend the remedial action that 
combines the best attributes of cost, permanent solution, and protection of public and environmental 
health and safety. 
Actual site cleanup costs are to be borne by the parties responsible for the contamination, or by the 
fund set up by Congress if responsible parties cannot be identified. 
The Silver Bow Creek RI is managed by the State of Montana Solid and Hazardous Waste Bureau under a 
cooperative agreement with EPA. Two Montana firms are now under contract with the Bureau to 
perform the actual RI: Multi- Tech of Butte and Stiller and Associates of Helena. The latter is responsible 
for all water resources aspects of the RI. 
The hydrologic investigation has three components: surface water, ground water, and point source 
discharges. All three components are intimately interrelated, although only surface water and, to a 
lesser degree, point source discharges to the creek, have received significant past attention. 
The surface water and point source discharge components are proceeding concurrently and have a 
combined total of nearly 40 sites that are measured and sampled either monthly or biweekly, depending 
upon the season. Sampling frequency is greater from February through June. Seven additional sites are 
being added along the Clark Fork River from below Warm Springs to Garrison Junction to assist in 
evaluating offsite impacts during spring runoff in May and June. 
The ground water investigation was initiated with a Phase I inventory of existing domestic and 
monitoring wells. Unfortunately, little was learned other than an affirmation of the continuing 
unreliability of drillers' logs and the fact that most people have, for whatever reason, had the good 
fortune to place domestic wells away from the creek and its detrimental influence. A notable exception 
to the general nature of the ground water investigation is the Colorado Tailings deposit located just west 
of Butte. This 30-acre site has been evaluated numerous times in the past decade or so, most recently 
by the Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology. However, there is still no consensus as to its impact on 
Silver Bow Creek. Recommendations for a more specific phase of the ground water component are to be 
based upon Phase I findings. Phase II ground water investigations were initiated in November 1985. 
The hydrological sciences RI was initiated with a 12-month field study in November 1984. Final reports 
are due in March 1986. 
 
